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Late Yeats: 'Beating upon the Wall of the Irish Free State' My aim in this chapter is to identify the reasons for the existence of a distinctive style in the late work of the Irish poet W.B. Yeats. I am far from being the first critic to reflect on the peculiar tone and technique of Yeats's late poetry. Critics as distinguished as R.P. Blackmur (1986), T.S. Eliot (1975 ), Richard Ellmann (1985 , Paul de Man (1984) and, I think more effectively than any of these, the Yeats scholar Thomas Parkinson (1964) , have all done so before me. But I want to contest or rather add to the biographical or artistic explanations that have hitherto been advanced to account for the notable phenomenon of late Yeats. The late work's violence and provocativeness as well as its 'thirst for accusation ' (VP, 542) are occasioned largely by the poet's disappointment and frustration at what Yeats sensed was Ireland's merely partial decolonisation in the years after the founding of the Irish Free State in 1922.
1 To be more specific, Yeats's late work is distinctive and valuable, indeed it is one of the major heralds of the themes and forms of postcolonial writing, because it encourages its readers to prepare and express cosmopolitan perspectives.
In 1917, at the age of only fifty-two, Yeats prepared to use his old age to put into effect a deliberate policy of offensiveness and intransigence.
A poet when he is growing old, will ask himself if ' (1968, 73) . What follows is indebted to the German philosopher and musicologist Theodor W. Adorno's work on the transition from the harmonious compositions of Beethoven's middle period to the articulation in the composer's late works of a fragmentary and almost dissonant aesthetic. 2 Adorno attributes this shift less to the composer's deafness or old age than to his music's acute sensitivity even in the innermost elements of its compositional style to its changing social and political context. Likewise, I do not want to relate the similarly difficult, discordant and vigorously contumacious style of Yeats's last collections to the (for us) relatively banal fact of the poet's age or even to what another champion of late style, Edward Said, refers to, vaguely, as the late stylist's aversion to the 'Zeitgeist' (Said, 2006, 23) . Rather, the distinctiveness of late Yeats testifies, firstly, to the poet's exemplary capacity to reinvent both the forms and themes of his work in the last period of his life. Not for Yeats the fate of Virginia Woolf's Mr Ramsay whose early success is followed by a life of cautious amplification and repetition: 'I have felt the convictions of a lifetime melt through at an age when the mind should be rigid', Yeats wrote in A Vision (1978, 301) . But the poet's own senescence is the least important as well as the least interesting explanation for the 'lust and rage' (VP, 591) that spur late Yeats into song. Secondly therefore, the peculiarity of the late style is also the result of the poet's disillusionment with orthodox nationalism. Though Yeats's support for Irish independence was unflinching, he derided the intolerance
